Background: Devising innovative strategies to address internationalization is a contemporary challenge for universities. A Participatory Action Research (PAR) project was undertaken to identify issues for international nursing students and their teachers. The findings identified group work as a teaching strategy potentially useful to facilitate international student learning. Methods: The educational intervention of structured group work was planned and implemented in one subject of a Nursing degree. Groups of four to five students were formed with one or two international students per group. Structural support was provided by the teacher until the student was learning independently, the traditional view of scaffolding. The group work also encouraged students to learn from one another, a contemporary understanding of scaffolding. Evaluation of the group work teaching strategy occurred via anonymous, self-completed student surveys. The student experience data were analysed using descriptive statistical techniques, and free text comments were analysed using content analysis. Results: Over 85% of respondents positively rated the group work experience. Overwhelmingly, students reported that class discussions and sharing nursing experiences positively influenced their learning and facilitated exchange of knowledge about nursing issues from an international perspective. Discussion: This evaluation of a structured group work process supports the use of group work in engaging students in learning, adding to our understanding of purposeful scaffolding as a pathway to enhance learning for both international and domestic students. By explicitly using group work within the curriculum, educators can promote student learning, a scholarly approach to teaching and internationalization of the curriculum.
Background
In recent years, the number of international students studying in Australia has increased. [1] This increase adds layers of diversity to student cohorts and adds to the complexity of teaching environments. [2] The student experience in Australia remains a challenge for international students given the complex interplay between their transition to the Australian study environment, quality of learning, learning outcomes and satisfaction. [3] For domestic students, the increasing number of international students also adds complexity to their interpersonal interactions as well as presenting them with opportunities to garner valuable international insights. The term 'international student' refers to students that are studying outside their country of citizenship, and 'domestic student' refers to students that are citizens of the country in which they are studying. [4] The premise of this paper is that a specific teaching strategy, namely structured and scaffolded group work, is a beneficial teaching strategy that can be used to improve student experiences for international and domestic students as well as foster internationalization.
Higher numbers of international students and the increasing general awareness of global issues have underpinned internationalization in the higher education sector. Internationalization includes "… students acquiring global perspectives, an appreciation of the social and cultural construction of knowledge and being prepared to perform in international and multicultural contexts". [5] Australian universities have committed to strategies including internationalization of the curriculum [6] and enhancing academic literacy, to improve the international student experience. 'Student experience' refers to all facets of student life including social and welfare with the focus being the academic experience. [7] Student experience has become an accepted term in higher education inferring that "…a good student experience is one that combines good quality with value for money". [8] The International Student Barometer (ISB) survey [9] draws together student expectations and satisfaction data at an international level, and in Australia, universities administer anonymous surveys at the local level to benchmark the student experience nationally. In Australia, as elsewhere, attention has been drawn to the experience and satisfaction of international students studying in Australia. [3] International student satisfaction with the quality of education is reportedly lower than domestic student satisfaction. [10] The international diversity of the student body presents challenges and opportunities for students; this diversity also influences the experience of academic staff. International students have a wide variety of previous learning experiences including learning styles, preparation and academic literacy experience. [11] For the education of health profession students, including nursing, clinical practice norms and the extent of past clinical placement experience is also varied. [12] Academic staff require a toolkit of teaching strategies to accommodate this diversity.
The use of group work in higher education is well recognized as an effective educational strategy for active learning [13, 14] and student collaboration. [6, 15] A key element of group work is sharing. Sharing can relate to tasks, motivations, experiences or goals that the group aims to meet and is affected by the group dynamic, or the interaction and structure of the group. [16] Importantly, this means that group members need to be able to communicate effectively within the group to attain group goals. Structure refers to the group members and the power relationships between members and individual responsibilities of members in working towards meeting the group goal. Further, group work is more than just adding to curriculum content; it is a strategy that enables all students, domestic and international, to discuss issues, learn and deepen student understanding of a content area. [6] Students also need to be supported in group work with activities scaffolded to facilitate group cohesion and learning. Scaffolding is a term that has been loosely used in education. In the traditional form, scaffolding refers to temporary structural support provided by the teacher until the student is independently learning. [17, 18] A more recent perspective of scaffolding refers to individual learning from "bi-directional interaction" within a group with students learning from one another. [19] Further work is needed to extend our understanding of group work for engaging students in internationalization. [20] Relevant studies of the use of group work have included the investigation of interaction and influence in culturally mixed groups, [21] student perceived challenges in multicultural group work, [20] domestic student experiences and outcomes of group work, [22] the effects of group work on English language competence of international students [23] and the impact of interpersonal trust relationships on student willingness to share in group work. [24] Setting Academic staff in the School of Nursing and Midwifery at one Australian University initiated a Participatory Action Research (PAR) project to investigate and improve the experience of both international students and their teachers simultaneously, taking into account local and contextual issues. [25] Action research is an effective way to improve teaching and learning. [25, 26] The steps in the cyclical process of this PAR included planning, acting, observing and evaluating. [27] The project aimed to identify key learning and teaching issues, plan strategies to address these, and implement and evaluate the strategies. [28] The initial planning phase of the PAR process included interviews with academic teaching staff (n = 14) and international student (n = 12) volunteers. These interviews were analysed and coded. [29] A key issue identified by both students and staff in this planning phase was the need to improve group work processes. In addition to group work being identified as a key action area for learning enhancement, academic teaching staff worked together to plan teaching and learning strategies for enhanced group work. Subsequently learning strategies to promote interaction between international and domestic students were planned for one subject of the Bachelor of Nursing degree with the aim of providing more opportunities for group members to learn from one another and foster teamwork.
Methods

Educational intervention
The subject selected for the implementation of the group work strategy was a final year compulsory subject in the Bachelor of Nursing degree entitled Contemporary Nursing. The aim of the Contemporary Nursing subject was to expose nursing students to current issues in the health sector taking into consideration the nursing profession, health and health services, economics, society and politics. Assessment in this subject already included a group PowerPoint presentation where students were required to work together in small teams across the semester to research, develop and present their findings on a current nursing issue such as workforce, bullying or primary health.
The subject involved five weeks of face-to-face teaching made up of weekly seminars of three hours duration. During the seminars, a one hour lecture was provided; students then moved to their small groups to collaborate on learning activities. These activities addressed subject content areas and aimed at exploring knowledge on the weekly topic and developing group cohesion in a safe learning space with the support of the teacher. In the last hour, students remained in their groups to work on their group assessment task with the teacher present to provide support in regard to subject content, assessment and group functioning.
Teaching strategies
The key strategies involved in this intervention included: 1. Modifying the structure and function of the student groups (limiting size and composition); 2. Engaging students in defined small group activities to promote teamwork; 3. Student negotiation of a small group contract or agreement to guide role definition and development in the group work process throughout the semester; and 4. An emphasis on sharing experiences (e.g., international experiences).
Groups were limited by the teacher to four to five students to allow students to develop working relationships with all members and ensure all students would have responsibilities in the assessment task. Each group was required to have at least one international student member to ensure that all students had international exposure and that international students had contact with more than one domestic student. Student groups were self-selected. Those groups, which had difficulty meeting the one international student group requirement, were allocated an international student who was willing to move from a group that had more than one international student member. In the same way, international students beginning the subject late in the semester were allocated to groups willing to have an extra international student member. Groups were limited to two international students per group as in previous cohorts those groups made up of newly arrived international students only had achieved lower grades in these assessments. The 152 individual students made up 32 groups.
Group work was scaffolded across the five weeks of teaching. Scaffolding was used in this project in its traditional form by providing a framework for students to begin interacting in groups. In week one, students were asked to form their groups and undertake activities to create the basis for working relationships. For example, simple 'getting to know you' activities ending with each group presenting their group to the class, identifying group members and what each member brought to the group. By the end of week one, students were expected to have completed the 'getting to know you activities' and to have signed the group contract. The group contract included agreement on group member responsibilities, confirmation of future meeting dates and times, and the exchange of contact details. The contract was a strategy used to promote group work when face-to-face classes were completed and third-year students were on clinical placement. The contract was also seen as a tool for students to revisit and use to resolve issues when groups were not functioning effectively.
In the following weeks, group activities were built around weekly topics with team building developing as students worked on new topics. In these weeks, scaffolding reflected both the traditional as well as the more recent perspective.
Students learned more about one another and nursing when they shared their experiences and discussed topics such as: Nurse education, both Australian and international; nursing workforce issues including the 'brain drain' from developing countries; and immunization programs, both Australian and international. Each week, the group activities that focused on the weekly topic were followed by group work on the group assessment task. In this way, students were able to use the teacher as a resource on the topic and as a support for group malfunction.
Data collection and analysis
At the end of semester, students were asked to volunteer to evaluate the strategy. Student volunteers were asked to self-complete a short evaluative survey comprised of six 4-point Likert scale questions with answers ranging from 1: 'Not at all helpful' to 4: 'Very helpful'. The survey tool also included open-ended questions and the option to make additional free comments. Data were de-identified prior to analysis to maintain confidentiality.
Ethics approval for the project was granted by the University Human Research and Ethics Committee prior to the commencement of the project.
Results
The student group of 152 students was made up of both second (n = 32) and third year (n = 120) nursing students, some of whom were in their first semester at university (n = 21) and in the first six months of living in a foreign country. The student cohort was diverse with international students from the Middle East, South East Asia, Europe, Canada, North and South America and New Zealand. Apart from differences in higher education experience and expectations, there were also differences in gender, age, religion, life experience, country of origin, residential status, English language proficiency and culture. The diversity of the student group, while at times challenging for the teacher and students alike, also created opportunities for learning, in particular in regard to international practices in nursing. [16] Of the 152 students enrolled, 108 (71%) fully or partially completed the evaluation. Of these, 77 (71%) were domestic students and 31 (29%) international students. Over 85% of respondents positively rated working in small groups (mean 3.42; standard deviation 0.92), sharing nursing experiences (3.59; 0.60), and class discussions (3.57; 0.55).
Overwhelmingly, students viewed their experience of class discussions and sharing nursing experiences as positively influencing their learning. There were no notable differences between the responses of international and domestic students [ Table 1 ].
Student respondents to the short evaluation survey identified the benefits of group work including, sharing personal nursing experiences and discussing current issues highlighting how the subject content provided a rich internationalization experience:
"… including international students in group was a great learning experience due to the exposure of different perspectives".
"Discussion about current issues related to nursing and health areas, and involvement of domestic and international students together for the presentation, which helps to get information from different countries about health and nursing issues".
Similarly, international students commented on the benefits of group work in getting to know domestic students more closely including the processes of sharing experiences and the need to converse in English with native speakers.
"We came to know more closely their lifestyle".
"Working in small group was very interesting; due to this we were able to share our nursing experiences with own group members".
The evaluation highlighted the helpfulness of the group work teaching and learning strategies; however, of the 108 survey respondents, there were 3 students who did not support the strategies. Their comments included:
"The requirements to include an international student… increased the other group members' workloads".
"International students … were singled out and made to feel different".
In addition to the short evaluation survey, the research team reviewed other data sources to add to the evaluation of this intervention. The short evaluation survey responses were triangulated with the university-wide anonymous student evaluation feedback and the assessment results for the course. The university-wide student evaluation of the subject supported the effectiveness of the group work strategies. The results of the student group assessments provided evidence to support successful learning. Following this intervention, the overall standard of student results improved. Specifically, international students were successful in the group assessment whereas, in previous years, it was common to have groups composed of international students only and these groups fared poorly in the group presentation assessment item (the standard data collected in past years for this course does not contain international student identifiers and therefore precludes direct comparison with current data).
Discussion
Moving to a foreign country is difficult, and studying in a different education system compounds that difficulty. Scaffolded group work activity provides a pathway for international students to mix with domestic students, practice their English language skills with fast-talking native speakers and learn about the contemporary issues across Australian and international health systems. Likewise, working in groups that included international students broadened the exposure of domestic students to a variety of nursing views and experiences not encountered when working with domestic students alone.
In this study, a structured group work process was implemented as a fundamental building block to learning in a subject within a Bachelor of Nursing degree. From the outset of teaching in the subject, all students were made aware of the cogent place of group work in the subjects' learning and assessment process. The structured group work process mandated the inclusion and integration of an international student when each group was formed, and students entered into an agreement or contract to work within the groups for the duration of the study period.
While this study was conducted at a single site in a School of Nursing and Midwifery at an Australian University, the group work strategies are relevant to other study contexts and student cohorts, especially given the international diversity of student groups in most university environments. Group work is not always welcomed by students due to claims of unfair distribution of work, non-engaged group members and poor communication [30] that can result in conflict and lead to the breakdown of groups. The literature suggests that adding international students to a group increases the complexity of group work with a common perception that international students demand more of group members. [31] Additionally, the literature reminds us that different students have different educational expectations. [31] For example, international students expect to learn about and integrate into a new culture, while domestic students may not have this expectation of their studies and feel that group work with international students is detrimental to academic performance. [32] A lack of understanding of culture can accentuate the student perceived difficulties of group work, especially when accepted norms of communication and decision-making are not universally understood. [5, 20] In this study, the group work intervention strategies were implemented using a scaffolded process of defining group structure and function, engaging students in defined activities, the negotiation of group work agreements and an emphasis on sharing experiences. This process and these elements were essential to the success of the intervention and laid the foundation for the in-depth exchange of knowledge and understandings between the students. The majority of students appreciated and welcomed the strategies to enhance group work processes. Through the provision of a framework for group interaction and the engagement of students in group work class activities, the teacher strategically facilitated and promoted teamwork between domestic and international students, fostering information sharing and group discussion, resulting in student-to-student learning.
Group work, which includes at least one international student in each group as part of a structured group work process, is an effective strategy to enhance learning for both domestic and international students and promotes internationalization of the curriculum. The structured organization of groups resulted in an increased depth of engagement with the course content within these groups.
This study provides a scholarly approach to learning, and the strategies can be used by educators to promote student engagement in group work and internationalization. The group work processes may add depth to a teachers' toolkit of teaching strategies, building on a long tradition of small group work and facilitation. [33] These strategies enhanced group cohesion and did not impact significantly on teaching workload or time. That this intervention took place within a broader PAR project was an advantage as a readiness for change and improvement was apparent in the workplace culture. In the future, it would be very interesting to implement similar teaching improvement interventions across several subjects within a degree program and to continually evaluate their influence over time.
